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ABSTRACT
?This article reports on the findings of teacher-initiated classroom research that 
investigated if Project-Based Learning (PBL) could foster autonomous learning in an 
EFL classroom. The research promoted the teaching of language and subject matter 
content simultaneously through a PBL-integrated curriculum. In order to evaluate the 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
research methods were employed to facilitate discussion on attitude change. Data 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????? ??? ?????????????????????????????????? ???????????????
?????????????? ???? ?????????? ?????????????????????????????????? ??? ????????????????
??????????????????????? ??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
for the sake of obtaining credit rather than for the development of their L2. The 
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
would benefit from implementing a PBL approach to mainstream curriculum by 
helping learners become aware of their ability to learn independently and to grow as 





?This is a teacher-initiated classroom research project that investigated if 
integrating a Project-Based Learning (PBL) approach into mainstream curriculum 
could foster autonomous learning of EFL in a Japanese university classroom. For the 
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????? ????? ????????? ??? ?????????? ????????????? ?????????????????????????? ????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
(MEXT1???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????










?During the six years of compulsory English education in Japanese junior and 
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????????? ????????????????????????????????????????







spending time in jukus (cram schools) trying to achieve high grades that would allow 
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????? ??? ???????????????????? ??? ????????? ????????????? ????????? ??????? ??????????
????????? ??????????? ????????????? ????????????????????????????????????????????????







used a textbook above the level of most of the students. This resulted in disruptive 
????????? ??? ?????????? ????????????? ????????????????????????????? ????????????????




without straying from the curriculum guidelines set by the institution. The researcher 
????????????????????????????????????????????????????
(a)?Would PBL motivate learners to become more proactive in their learning? 
(b)?How could PBL be employed to facilitate autonomous learning?






?????????????????? ??? ?????????????????????????????????????????????? ?????????
students from different parts of Japan and from various learning backgrounds. For 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????? ?????? ?????? ???????????? ?????????????????????????????????? ??????????? ???
take an elective English course in their sophomore year. Each class consisted 
???????????????????? ??????????????????????????? ??? ?????? ?????????????????????
??????????????? ?????? ?????????? ???? ?????????????????????????????? ???????????
The researcher found that many of these students carried with them the learning 
experiences of being passive learners within a yakudoku (grammar-translation) 
?????????????? ??????????????????????? ???? ???????? ??? ???????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????? ??????????????? ????????????????? ????????
student roles in the classroom. Table 1 gives insight into the changing environment 
the researcher intended to expose the learners to.
Traditional classroom PBL-integrated classroom
Structured learning situations. ?????????????? ??????????????
Teachers expected to have all the answers. ????????????????????????????????????????????
The teacher uses academic language. Students engage in authentic interaction with the teacher.
Teachers are respected and seen as authority 
????????????????????????????????????????
Teachers help students to seek information and 
share opinions with them.
Students are rewarded for accuracy in problem 
solving. Students are encouraged to learn by doing.
??????????????? ???????????????????????????? Students use a self-discovery approach to solve problems.
Examination content pre-decided by the 
Ministry of education a crucial part of education.
Students choose from a variety of alternatives or 
decide on their own theme as a complement to 
set curriculum.
Extrinsically motivated due to fear of failure. Students intrinsically motivated.
Students are dependent on the teacher for 
learning.






?This new and unfamiliar environment emphasized important learner capabilities 
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????? ????????????? ??? ????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????? ????????????????????? ??????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
the project-based approach became a powerful learning tool that could positively 




about a positive change in attitude to language learning and in promoting lifelong 
?????????? ?????????????????? ??????????? ???????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????? ???????????????????? ??????????????????? ?????????????????
research beyond the classroom.
PBL in Research Literature
Underlying theory of SLA and its relation to PBL and Learner Autonomy
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????? ???????? ?????????????????????????????????? ??? ??????????????????? ??????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????????? ???????????????????????????? ???????????????????????? ???????????
???? ????????????????????? ?????????? ????????????????????? ??????????? ????????? ???
??? ???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????






?This theory impacted second language learning in two areas important to PBL 
???????????????????????????????????????????? ??????????????????????????????????????????




and decision-making within groups to instill skills necessary for independent 
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????




???????????? ??? ?????????????? ????????????????? ??? ??????????????? ??????????????





extended period of time. 
Rationale for selecting a PBL curriculum




motivate lower-end students using the existing materials were the main reasons for 
implementing a PBL approach to learning. The rationale for using a PBL approach 
???????????????
1. It was largely learner-centered.
2. It focused on form (knowledge-based) as well as meaning (communication-based).
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????




???? ?? ??????????? ????????? ?????? ???????????? ???? ?????????? ????????????? ????????








doing worksheets that focused on accuracy. Projects were therefore designed using 









?????????? ???????????????????????????? ???????????????????? ???????????????????
???????????????????????????? ?????????? ??????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????





were encouraged to communicate ideas or opinions. The double-headed arrow 
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
indicator of what the students should have been able to achieve by the end of the 
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????







?????????? ???????????? ????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
detailed description of the unfolding events and it allowed the researcher to develop 




























(Think about your 














Ask questions     Explain     Do research     Solve problems     Express opinions and ideas 
Analyze strengths and weaknesses of your work and your classmates’ work   
RESPONSIBILITY
(Meeting deadlines; 
Preparing for class; 
Doing homework and 
research; Checking 












employing various methods of data collection. Success in the exercise of autonomy 
was measured through observations made in the teaching journal as well as through 
informal interviews. Questionnaire data measured changes in learners’ perception 
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
changing role of the teacher. Implicit in the course objectives was a focus on change 
in attitude on the part of the students. 
Pre- and Post-PBL Questionnaire
?As research has identified that learner beliefs and preferences are central to 
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
much of the program was based upon monitoring these beliefs in preparation for 
????????? ???????????????????????????????????????? ????????????????? ?????????? ???
understand learners’ changing beliefs over the course of the study. It was also seen as 
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????? ???????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????? ????? ????????? ?????????????????? ???????????????? ???????? ??????? ??????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????










school administrators responsible for curriculum development and for other teachers 
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
areas are listed below.
Findings
1. Role of the student
??????????????????????????? ??????? ????? ??????????????????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
teacher. They were generally unsure about their ability to be autonomous (Question 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
they seemed even more uncertain. This however may have been due to how the 
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????













Role of the student Week
?
Agree Mid Disagree
1. I think learning in the classroom with a teacher is
?best.
1 ?? ?? ?
?? ?? ?? ?
????????????????????????????????????????????????
?successfully by myself.
1 ?? ?? ??
?? ?? ?? ??
??????????????????????????????????????????? ?????
?learning.
1 ?? ?? 11
?? ?? ?? 11
???????????????????????????????????????????????????
?to do.
1 ?? ?? ?
?? ?? ?? ??
?????????????????????????????


















1 ?? ?? ??
?? ?? ?? ??
?????????????????????????????????????
1 ?? ?? ??
?? ?? ?? ??
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????projects
1 ?? ?? ??
?? ?? ?? ??
??????????????????????? ????????????
1 ?? ?? ??





????????????????? ???? ????????????????????? ??????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????? ???????????????????????????????????? ???????????














?????????????? ??? ????????????? ????????????? ???????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????? ?????????????? ????????????? ????
????????????????????? ???????????????????????????? ??? ????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
PowerPoint presentations were given permission to leave class and use the computer 
lab to complete preparation for their project. This is a good example of learners 





      learn English.
1 ?? 21 ?
?? ?? ?? ?
??????????????????????????? ???????????????????????
      use the language.
1 ?? ?? ?
?? ?? ?? ?
????????????????????????????????????????????????????
     English
1 ?? ?? ??
?? ? ?? ??
?????????????????????
4. Role of the teacher
?The changing role of the teacher was central to the research however results 
















over what is transpiring in the language learning process”.




    to do.
1 ?? ?? ?
?? ?? ?? ??
??????????????????????????????????? ?????????????????
      for me.
1 ?? ?? ??
?? ?? ?? ??
?????????????????????????????????????? ?????????????
1 ?? ?? ??
?? ?? ?? ??
???????????????????????????? ????????????????????
      practice English.
1 ?? ?? ??
?? ?? ?? ??
????????????????????????????????????????????????
      spend on an activity.
1 ?? ?? ??




own work. They were given instruction and practice in how to assess themselves 
???? ????????????????? ??????????????????? ??????????? ???? ?????? ?????????????? ????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????




in having their own work assessed by their peers. Post-PBL responses showed a 
significant increase where learners saw the benefits of peer-correction (Question 
??????????????????????????????????????????? ????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
was a better response to the self-assessment worksheets where students felt they had 
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????? ?????????????? ???????????? ?????????????????????????????? ???





      own mistakes.
1 ?? ?? ?
?? ?? 11 ?
??????????????????????????????????????????????? ??
      work.
1 ?? ?? ??
?? ?? ?? ??
?????????????????????????????????? ??????????????????
      other students.
1 ?? ?? ??
?? ?? ?? 11
????????? ?????????
Semi-structured interview
???????????????????? ??? ??????????? ?????????????? ?????????????????? ???????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
across levels and majors. The aims of the interview were mainly to assess learning 
????????????? ????????? ?????????????????????????????????????????????? ???????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????? ?????????????????????????????
????????????????? ????????? ????? ????????????? ??????? ???????? ????? ????????????????





of students’ perception of the program as well as measure changes in autonomy. It 




beliefs in autonomy and perceptions of PBL. Salient points emerging from this 
?????????????????????????
???Negative comments
?There were comments that the language level was a little too difficult during 
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????? ??????????? ??? ????????????????? ???
make decisions about their own learning. Learners found worksheets easier to use as 
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????? ?????????????????????????????????????? ??????????? ????????????????????
individually or in a group. The researcher interpreted these comments as (1) an 
indication of the lower-level students’ non-readiness toward autonomous learning and 
(2) the basis for incorporating more scaffolding into future PBL projects to help guide 
????????? ??????????????????????????????????? ???? ?????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????? ???????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
especially with regard to time-management. For purposes of future research in the 
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????







an increase in students interested in learning only through projects. Interviews with 
mid- and higher-level learners revealed that they would be interested in doing a PBL 
elective course as they found it challenging and rewarding. They especially enjoyed 
being able to choose their own resources and do independent research. This was an 
indication that these learners were ready for independent study. 
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
that a PBL course be offered to freshman students. Mid-level learners generally 





?Acts of autonomy were also examined through observations made in a teaching 
journal. Entries monitored learners’ activities and helped ascertain whether they 
were becoming autonomous or not. Students were considered to have developed 











once given complete autonomy. Even students who were capable of communicating 
in their L2 reported that they found it easier to speak in their L1 when it came to 
problem solving and negotiation. For the researcher this negated the purpose of the 
?????????????????????????????????????????????? ????????? ??????????? ????????????????
???????? ??? ???? ?????? ?????? ???????????????????? ???? ??????????????????? ?????????
??????????????????????????????????????? ???????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
teacher for direction and approval. This again raised the issue of how much guidance 
??????????????? ??????????????? ?????????????? ???? ??????? ?????? ?????????? ??????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????





greater responsibility for their learning by selecting their own research topics without 
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
work plans to achieve their goals. 
Discussion
Effectiveness of PBL to foster autonomy
?Although PBL literature argues the many benefits of promoting autonomy if 
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????




??????????????????????? ?????? ???? ??????????????????????? ????????????? ???????????
to do more. These students were content to follow the guidelines of the teacher 
?????????????????????????????????????????? ????????? ?????????????????????????????????
?????????? ???? ??????????????? ??????????????????????????????????????? ????????? ???
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????? ??? ??????????????????????????????????????? ?????????????






??? ???????????? ?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ?????????
approach (and the problems inherent in solely adopting a PBL approach) when 
designing the new curriculum.
Limitations of the study
?Time constraint was the major hindrance in this study’s attempt to understand the 
???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
to be long-term and continuous effort among teachers and students. The observation 
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ??? ?????????????????? ?????????
to objectively evaluate the overall effectiveness of PBL and observe a distinct 
??????????????? ???? ????????????????????????????????????? ????????????????????????
??????????? ????????? ???????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ????????????





??????????? ???????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ??? ??????????? ???
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
necessary and allow for more one-to-one sessions with students to permit wider 
comparisons of learners’ readiness to exercise autonomy. 
Practical Implications for further research





????? ????????????? ??? ??????? ??????????????????????????????????????????????? ???
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
relies on statistics would make results more credible as the study could be easily 
duplicated. Another area of research worth looking into is a study on the role of 













approach and curriculum or scheduling constraints may limit wider research into 
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????? ???????????????????????????????????? ??????? ???????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
need to constantly evaluate students based on the institution’s guidelines may limit 
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
possibly deprived of a project-based method to learning as well as the promotion 
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
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